Abstract
Introduction
Between 1994 and 1996 I spent almost seven months doing anthropological fieldwork inK wahu-Tafo, a small rural town in southern Ghana. The aim of the research was to describe and analyse the meaning of old age in that community. Most of the approximately 5 000 inhabitants of the place are Kwahu, a sub-group of the matrilineal Akan. Their language is Twi.
The research consisted mainly oflong conversations with a total of35 elderly people and their relatives. These meetings were complemented by casual visits which enabled me to observe daily routines in the lives of elderly people. I also discussed old age with numerous people in the town, including opinion leaders such as teachers and church members. I conducted focus group discussions with groups of young people and middle-aged men and women. Students at three schools completed a questionnaire in which they expressed their views on old people, or completed sentences regarding old people. Some students wrote essays about the old or made drawings ofthem.
Respect and reciprocity
Over my 25 years of study of the Akan culture of Ghana, _£esp_ec~ ( o~E~ ) _ c~ntin"l:l~~~-!Y _ e_f:Il~r_g~d as on~-o:f_tP.-e c~_!~_Y_ll:l ues of that culture (see VanderGeest, n.d.a) . Respect regu--lates soClal behaviour. The term refers to etiquette or politeness. "If you don't show respect, people will insult you," an informant remarked. Respect shows and delineates * Address correspondence to social categories: those who give respect and those who receive it. The categories are relative and change depending on the context. Young people respect older people, women respect men, children respect their parents, workers their employers, pupils their teachers, laymen respect sacred people, and poor people respect the rich. '!:his view ties up with ~ulture as !h<?a!!"~. something carried out before the eyes" of others.
The term respect-in particular "lack of respect" -is frequently used in conversations. Disapproval of someone's behaviour is usually expressed with the help of this concept. '!?~ m~.t _ c~:J~<?~ way _ t? s~y_ ~~!~5~h!ld _l?el:t!!ve~ b_adly ~s ommu ades (he is disrespectful). The verb bu can mean many dlffereriftlii.ngS:To· bendorfoid and to crack or break are its basic meanings. Christaller (1933) lists 30 entries of bu in combination with various nouns but the etymological connection with its meaning of"respect" remains obscure. Neither Christaller, nor Rattray ( 1916) pays attention to the term and none of my informants was able to explain it either. Obu me means he respects me; obu ades, he is respectful (lit. he respects a thing).
There is no common Twi term for reciprocity but, as I hope to show, this does not mean that there is no awareness of it as a principle in human relations. On the contrary. Several proverbs express its importance in everyday life, e.g. Nsa ko na nsa aha (A hand goes and a hand comes) and Benkum dware nifa sna nifa adware benkum (The left hand washes the right one and the right hand the left). In its abstract sense, reciprocity, typically, is an etic concept, an anthropological tool for analysing and comparing cultures (Weiner, 1996) . The type of reciprocity characterizes the type of relationship. Reciprocity either holds people together or separates them. Some reciprocal links last an entire life, others are allowed to exist only a few moments. A market transaction is an example of the latter, kinship of the former. The more exact the counting _9f recip!oc_ity..L!_~ )~~~ trustwortl1Yt1ie ~e[a!iogs_hip. -
Words of respect
In Akan culture, respect is endowed on elderly people in the first place. Sarpong (1974: 65) _!{espe~t, ~ccording to S~~-' -~s link!~ to J~ar_. Disrespect is punished by the elderly who have the power to curse. That view was shared by eight young men with whom I had a discussion on old age. I asked them what they meant when they said -as they had been doing -that they respected elderly people. One of them answered:
The meaning of the respect we have for the old is that the old are far more advanced in years than we. So, when you get nearer to them and respect them, they will reveal to you how they got to that age and they will tell you traditions and customs that will enable you also to reach that age.
Another young informant remarked:
The Gerontology (1997), 6(2) School pupils around the age of 15 who were asked to make associations with "old people" referred most often to their physical weakness and to respectful features such as their wisdom and knowledge of traditions. Completing the sentence "An old man ... ," a majority of them wrote something about an old man's ability to give advice and his life experience. One of them wrote: "An old man is sometimes important to the family, especially young boys and girls who are yet to start their life affairs. Because they passed through so many things before they advise us on what to do and not in order to lead a good life." Another youth wrote that "young children like to draw near the old man for some historical background of their society." Some of the pupils wrote a brief essay about why young people respect the elderly. They had no difficulty in finding many reasons. A few lines from one of the essays:
It is because the young people fee/ they {the elderly] are older than they and as such they give them the due respect.
Young people give them respect so that they can approach them with their problems.
Older people know better than the children so the children must be humble and respectful to them so that past events can be narrated to them.
The statements of the young are more than confirmed by the elderly. They praise themselves abundantly for their wisdom, self-restraint, good manners, kindness and dedication to the abusua (family). J'~e-~_~n~ept of opanyin (elder) contains all t,!le virtues of. the e_lderly ll~.!.~Q!l. and th~_eldJ:.!:!YJ!!<~.!o e!.ll.J?l~ the term to paint a favourable portrait of themselves. 1 Proverbs in particuia~ extol the eminent' qualities" ofthe-;panyin.
Proverbs are the domain of the old. It is believed that they have been made by the ancestors, the eldest of the old. When a proverb is formally recited, it is thus introduced: Mpanyimfoo bu be se ... (The elders have a proverb saying that ... )
Citing proverbs, moreover, is a favourite activity of elderly people. In the knowledge of proverbs and their ability to use them, they distinguish themselves from the young who lack this art. In reciting proverbs and other forms of traditional culture the elderly demonstrate the "added value" of old age. Thanks to their long life, old people have gathered a deeper understanding of life and possess knowledge of their tradition. Proverbs are an apt way to express that status, because fuey bot~ reveal an~_C,2I!_C~a~~ They show the youngsuperior knowledge but do not show everything. If the young want to understand, they have to as~ the elder. Finally, many proverbs are about the opanyin. In the proverb the opanyin provides an ideal picture of himself, how he wants to be seen by others. Proverbs are in the true sense of the word "strategies for dealing with situations" (Burke, 1957; Y ankah, 1989: 3 7) . That strategy is to persuade people of the excellence of the opanyin.
.P.,z:gy _~rbs _g,l §..O_ Q!:9ved a useful res~arch_!ool. Since the elders like to engage in the use of proverbs and especially enjoy people coming to ask for their explanations, I decided to do precisely that in some of the conversations. I asked old people to explain to me the meaning of certain proverbs.
My co-researcher Kwame Fosu (F) asked :Jpanyin Addo (A) and :Jpanyin Sefa (S), two elders in Abetifi (a nearby town), the meaning of the proverb :Jpanyin ano sen sum an (The opanyin 's mouth is more powerful than an amulet) and its variant :Jpanyin ano sen obosom (The opanyin 's mouth is more powerful than a god) . The following discussion took place:
A It is not only that their wisdom and knowledge are rarely "tapped;" elderly people are often lonely and bored and some make a neglected impression. They receive little care and, contrary to the proverb cited before, they often complain about hunger. :Jpanyin M was a popular figure in town when he was vital. He built his own house and, though not rich, he was reasonably well-to-do. Now that he is old, sick, blind and dependent he has become miserable. He spends the whole day lying in bed. The room is dark and dirty and smells badly. He has 20 children but none of them are around to care for him. They are all staying somewhere else. Grandchildren are not available either. He relies on a child of a tenant who empties the bucket with urine and buys food for him. His first wife, whom he divorced more than 30 years ago, brings him some food in the evening. His son has asked her to do so but she does it reluctantly. His friends who used to visit him are no longer coming. One died, the other broke a leg. The compound of his house is bustling with people and noise but the old man is no part of it.
Another-perhaps extreme-case of neglect is Mr H. Mr H was employed as a pupil teacher/catechist during his youthful days. He later left for the Volta Region to work as a shoemaker. There, he had two children with a woman: a girl and a boy. Their marriage lasted a few years. He came to KwahuTafo to stay at home for some few years working for the Catholic Mission but went back to the Volta Region to continue his work as a shoemaker. When he fell sick he came back home. He has two sisters and many nephews and nieces, but none except one was prepared to render him the necessary help because they said when he was in good health he never helped them. He drinks and sells the clothes which people give to him to buy drinks and to "stake lotto." He sleeps a lot and does not wake up early. He sometimes eases himself in his room and expects that someone will clean the place. No one in the house likes the old man.
A more cheerful example concludes my list of cases. Mother K is partly paralysed and can hardly speak. One ofher eight children, a daughter, looks after her. Mother K and her deceased husband worked very hard during their lives. They built the house in which the old woman was staying with her daughter. It is a beautiful and neat building. All eight children are reasonably well-to-do. When the mother became dependent after a stroke, the children had a meeting and came to the present arrangement. The daughter who was teaching in a nearby town came to K wahu-Tafo to stay with her. The others promised to help financially. Although they do not all fulfi.ll their promise, according to the daughter, the old mother ts taken care of very well and the neighbours praise the children. Gerontology (1997), 6(2) In a discussion with some middle-aged women I asked their opinion on the position of elderly people in their town. Divorce and separation at advanced age are common. A woman may fmd that her husband invested insufficiently in his marriage and feels no obligation towards him when be becomes dependent. He has given very little during his active life and will give her nothing in the years to come. That unattractive prospect may make her decide to leave him and look for her own security, from her children and her own abusua. The women with whom I discussed this phenomenon had an outspoken opinion about the matter: That strict application of the principle of reciprocity to care in old age was vividly brought home in a discussion with five young women. One of them said to me: "If you were my father and you failed to care for me, I would never visit you, not even when you are sick or old." I asked another woman if she had been well cared for as a child. The following dialogue ensued:
Most of these men are fools (kwaseabuofo:J
A Nobody cared for me, except my mother.
Q Would you also care for her?
A Verywell. Q Where is your father? A He is in Accra.
Q You won't look after him when he becomes old?
A I will not look after him.
Q If he had cared for you, would you care for him?
A Yes, I would.
Many elderly people are aware that they were not able to provide their children with appropriate care. The most important criterion of a successful upbringing is education. The higher one's training and education, the more one is likely to have success in life. Elderly people who admitted that they had not been able to provide their children with sufficient care always referred to school education.
Summarizing my observations, the condition of elderly people in-K.wahu-Tafo was much less comfortahfe tnan.one would deduct from general statements" made by bcii:ii"youri.g and old informants andl)y popularaccoUiits iihoufAkan-cultUre. Loneliness and marginalization were cori:n:iiciri: tlie-wis~-dom and traditional knowledge of the old were losing their influence among the younger generation. Moreover, some of them lived in dire poverty and lacked adequate help. "When I asked people for an explanation o(this.situation: they brought up the principle of reciprocity. They blamed the elderly for having neglected their children when the children . were young.
Pretending: the management of ambiguity Explaining the beauty of old age in Ghanaian society, Sarpong (1983:16) The assumption that parents did look well after their children is too lightly adopted, however. Sarpong is not the only author who seems to take for granted that parents do indeed "earn" respect by having successfully brought up their children. Authors such as Apt ( 1996) and Brown ( 1995) are also quite optimistic about parental care as a basis for support in old age. The observation tha! car~ of the elderly is defective pecause they failed_~o c~~ fo~_thei! c~l<!J:e~_is rarely found in the literature. 5 Especially fathers often fall short of what is expected from them. My research has shown a large number of 24 cases in which the elderly lacked proper care due to the fact that they had not cared properly for their children.
Before we start blaming the older generation, however, we should put the reproaches of the young in their context. Without asserting that family support of the elderly ever was perfect, I do not doubt that it is now crumbling. Social and economic developments in the Ghanaian society have contributed greatly to the failure of the present old to provide their children with good care and to the failure of the present young and middle-aged to sufficiently support their elderly relatives.
The economic crisis of the late seventies and the eighties prevented many parents from spending enough money on the upbringing of their children. A severe drought in 1983 destroyed most of the cocoa trees and the farm crops. The need for school education meant an additional burden on parents. Children gradually changed from being assets into economic passengers. A child's level of school education became the prime graduator of successful parenthood but many parents were not able to realise that success.
The social and economic context has also contributed to the failure of the young to support the elderly. Migration to larger towns and cities to find employment inhibits them to provide direct care, while remitting money may be difficult when they have a hard time to survive in their place of work.
Where non-care for and non-care by the elderly occur, an awkward dilenuna in Akan culture reveals itself: how to har- The importance of respect in the management of embarrassing situations may be illustrated by a discussion which took place when I asked a few elders to solve the following riddle: A father had two sons. He asked the eldest to go and buy food for him but the son refused. He then asked the youngest the same question. The son answered that he would do so, but did not. Which of the two had been least respectful? After a lively debate they decided that the eldest son had been the least respectful. He had not only refused to obey the father, he had also disgraced him -perhaps in the presence of others. The youngest had at least shown respect to his father.
When I asked elderly people whether their children cared for them, they usually started assuring me that they did. It was only later that some admitted that they did not. Apparently, they did not want to wash their dirty linen in public when they first met me. That confession was not only shameful for their children but also for them; it was their children who failed and, wore importantly, t4ei~ cllild!~~·s n~glect ill).plied their own shortcoming.
-The acute feelmg of loss which features so prominently in the accounts of elderly people in my own culture, appeared virtually absent in this conununity. Elderly people, as we have seen above, describe their situation as the climax of their fife. Old age is harvest_ time; one has acq~ir~d wisqom and enfoys the respect and affection of the abusua. It gradually dawned upon me, however, that these optimistic accounts were ways of coping with the pain of social oblivion and the lack of proper care. They formed part of a cultural complex of pretending.
The young still deliver their contribution to this cultural complex. They too, as we have seen, are prepared to sing the praise of old age and bestow respect on their grandparents. They may not be willing, or not be able to offer them much practical help, but that negligence will be compensated to some extent by their outward respect.
The "disgrace" of insufficient care for the elderly is kept "in-door" and will be washed away after the old person's death. T.h~ ~idden shame, which is sha.Eed by ~~g and olE, should be def~_t!vely ~doi!_e_ by_ !_he_p_u!>li<_: performance of a successful funeral ( cf. VanderGeest, 1995) . A proper funeral demonstrates how much the family loved the deceased and what an excellent person he or she was. The ultimate act of salutary pretence<. 6 Words of respect make the harsh reality of reciprocity more bearable.
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2. Wukudae is a holy Wednesday (once in six weeks) which traditionally was devoted to honouring the ancestors. People were not allowed to go to their farm or to do any other work (cf. Rattray, 1923: 92-112) .
3. Kwasi Boahene, a native from Kwahu-Tafo, made the following interesting remark after reading my somewhat pessimistic observation: "My impression is that the [negative] reciprocity argument is true for poor people. If my uncle did not look after me, but through my effort I became rich, I will give him something to shame him and also to boost my social standing in the community. The society will see me as an upright person who does not repay evil with evil. Generally, old people do not receive good care if they are poor; their families are poor or they have not led a respectable life."
4. :Jkyeame (usually translated as "linguist") is a functionary at the chiefs court. Yankah (1995: 3) describes his function as "speaking for the Southern African Journal of Gerontology (1997), 6(2) chief." "Being a counsellor and intermediary to the chief, he is responsible, among other things, for enhancing the rhetoric of the words the chief has spoken. In the absence of an okayeame's editorial art, the royal speech act is considered functionally and artistically incomplete."
5. Stucki (1995: 99) , who did fieldwork in an Asante community, wrote: "The degree of support that children will provide for their father also reflects the amount of trouble and money he spent on their upbringing."
6. Here I disagree with several authors who regard the funeral as a reflection of a deceased person's life. Stucki ( 1995: 99) , for example, notes: "Those who fail to take advantage of life's opportunities to achieve prosperity are rarely accorded a large funeral ... " Funerals are complex social and cultural events which deserve much more attention than is possible in this brief essay.
